
Canada has the second highest health spending as a percentage of GDP amongst
OECD nations.
Factors such as changing health care needs and growing public expectations are
setting higher standards for health systems to be more responsive in contributing
to better health outcomes.
The aim of this document is to guide successful health system reform
development, implementation, and evaluation within Canada.
Recommendations for health system reform in Canada include:

Leveraging the current socio-political climate to drive health system reform
Attending to Canadian history, politics, and readiness for change
Proactively engage with key stakeholders to help ensure that the resulting
reform continues to reflect its objective
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Identify the “what?” - summarize the
historical evidence on the history of
health system reform in OECD countries
to understand what type of reforms have
taken place;
Identify the “why?” – summarize the
historical evidence of the driving forces
behind health system reform;
Identify the “how?” – Understand the
interplay of factors that underpin health
system reforms and how reforms can be
carried out successfully; and 
Provide recommendations based on this
evidence to guide policy makers and
government in health system reform
planning, implementation, and evaluation
within Canada.

Furthermore, the Canadian health system is
comprised of multiple levels embedded or
nested within one another (e.g., regional,
provincial, and federal level), increasing
dynamism and complexity. When thinking
about health system reforms, it is important
to consider the driving forces and types of
reform that are necessary, and how to plan
and execute the reforms successfully.

This research brief has four specific aims: 

. 

In Canada and many other countries, health
expenditure as a share of gross domestic
product (GDP) increases annually (1-3). In
2020, Canada ranked second highest
amongst Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD)
countries in health spending as a
percentage of GDP (12.9%) behind the
United States (18.8%), and above the OECD
average (9.7%) (4,5). Hospitals (24.3%),
physicians (13.6%), and drugs (13.6%)
account for more than half our health
spending (5). The changing health care
needs (e.g., aging population, COVID-19)
and growing public expectations for high
quality, cost-effective care, amongst other
factors, are setting higher standards for
health systems to be more responsive in
contributing to better health outcomes (2).
In this context, there has been renewed and
amplified calls for Canada to re-evaluate
the efficiency, sustainability, and
implementation of the health systems. 

It is important to understand how and why
health systems have evolved, but also in
what contexts. Health systems in Canada
and elsewhere do not operate in a vacuum.
Factors inside (i.e., health system structure,
organization, and political characteristics)
and outside (i.e., economic, political, and
social forces) of the health system influence
the interest in and ability to undertake a
health system reform (6,7). 

Background
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Summary of Evidence
What Type of Health System Reforms are Undertaken?
A literature review of the 38 OECD countries was undertaken to understand how
international health systems have evolved from inception to present day, and what
drove those reforms. Building on an existing health systems framework,8 health
systems can be reformed through five overarching categories, described in Table 1.

Why do Health System Reforms Occur?
For a more complete understanding of health system reforms, we explored why
reforms occurred. There were three overarching and interconnected drivers of health
system reform: economic crises, changes to the political party or structure, and/or
changes in population needs (Table 2).

Table 1. Type of Health System Reform

Table 2. Identified Drivers of Health System Reform
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How can Health System Reforms be Implemented Successfully

A concept analysis was undertaken by systematically reviewing literature on health
system transformations. Using qualitative methods, we identified four high-level
concepts imperative for successful health system reform from 25 studies. These were:
1) Planning, 2) Context, 3) Stakeholder Interests, and 4) Evaluation (Figure 1,Table 3). 

Table 3. Findings from Concept Analysis

Figure 1. Health System Reform Framework
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Recommendations

High-functioning health systems enhance population and public health while
contributing to economic growth and providing social protection.13,14 Achieving
high-functioning healthcare requires a strong healthcare system that is backed
by committed leadership within a sustained and stable political environment.15
Sociocultural and political contexts profoundly shape healthcare systems and
their trajectory towards becoming high-functioning healthcare.16,17 Table 4
describes the recommendations for consideration based on the presented
evidence.

Table 4. Recommendations for Health System Reform in Canada
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About the Initiative

Government spending on health care has

been growing more rapidly than inflation

for years and is at risk of crowding out

spending on other publicly funded

services. This has been exacerbated by the

COVID-19 pandemic which has increased

health care spending, reduced government

revenues, deferred care for non-urgent

health problems and exposed and

exacerbated health inequities. The result is

that urgent action is needed to ensure the

long-term sustainability of health care

systems and other publicly funded

programs.

In an effort to build a more sustainable

future for Canada’s health system, The

Centre for Health Policy is leading the

Health System Sustainability Initiative

(HSSI). The goal of this initiative is to

design evidence-informed health policy

options to increase value for money in

Canada’s health care systems and to

improve health system sustainability. By

prioritizing evidence and engagement, this

initiative aims to foster evidence-informed

health policy reform that is urgently

needed for the well-being of all Canadians.

Learn more about the initiative here.

https://obrieniph.ucalgary.ca/centre/health-policy/health-policy-initiatives/the-health-system-sustainability-initiative
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